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I remember everything about the morning I realized how broken our world is. 

It was a sunny Tuesday. I had just gotten out of the shower, and was getting 

ready for my weekly voice lesson. My mom was on the phone with someone 

from the Toyota dealership, trying to figure out when she could pick up our 

van after getting new tires or whatever it was. I could only hear her side of 

the phone conversation, but there was something in her voice that made me 

pause. I heard her say “What? No…” It didn’t seem like she was just talking 

repair shop business. Even if there was some bad news about our car, 

certainly she wouldn’t have that much worry in her voice. 

 

She walked over to the little TV that was in my parents bedroom as I stood in 

the hallway, my morning preparations paused. As the TV screen came into 

focus, it was clear something was wrong. I saw one and a half skyscrapers - 

the one standing tall, the other smouldering, the top missing. I heard my mom 

say “what a terrible accident...how did this happen?... you don’t think…” We 

stood there, eyes glued to the TV, listening to the newscasters, who were 

clearly in shock, trying to explain to the world what they themselves don’t 

understand when, at 9:03 am, a second airplane flew right into the South 

Tower of the World Trade Center, and we all slowly realized that this was no 

accident. 
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It was that morning, September 11, 2001, exactly 17 years ago today, that I 

was jolted into the stark reality of just how broken our world is. Because of 

events that transpired that day, and in the weeks and months to come, I came 

of age in a world filled with fear and loss and destruction, a world of hate and 

hurt and blame and the de-valuing of human life. And though we all may 

have been impacted in different ways, I imagine that each of us has our story: 

where we were that day, what we were doing, what came into our minds 

when we heard the news. The anxiety, waiting to hear who among our 

family, or friends, or friends of friends might have been in that part of New 

York City that morning, waiting to find out how much of the world we 

thought we knew had crumbled to the ground when the towers fell. 

 

On this 17th yahrzeit of September 11th, we remember these losses: the loss 

of life, the loss of safety and security; for some of us, the loss of innocence. 

And we are also called to confront the ways in which our world and our lives 

have changed as a result. Did the events that took place 17 years ago today 

jolt us into action to build a better world? Or did we allow hatred and 

violence to simply lead to more hatred and violence? Have we rebuilt our 

world, bringing it closer to our vision of redemption? Or are we still stuck in 

a world overflowing with destruction, despair, and the de-valuing of human 

life? 
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The High Holy Days call on us to pay attention to the broken aspects of our 

world and our lives, both the large aspects of brokenness like the ones just 

mentioned; and the smaller but no less significant aspects of brokenness: the 

promises we fail to follow through on, the times when we give more attention 

to our phones than our family; or our failure to care for our bodies and souls 

in ways that help us thrive. We are asked to take a careful accounting of all 

the ways we have contributed to the brokenness that surrounds us, whether 

through things we ourselves did - or didn’t do; or because we are part of a 

community that collectively bears responsibility. We are asked to engage in 

deep self-reflection about times when we have messed up, and times when 

we have not done enough. 

 

But the point of this is not to beat ourselves up; to become so depressed that 

we simply give up and go home. The point of all this is to call our attention to 

the work we need to do in the coming year in order to rebuild our broken 

world. Because the High Holy Days - and Rosh Hashanah in particular, call 

on us to pay attention to another thing: the constant possibility of re-creating 

our world. 

 

In a short time, we will recite the Musaf Amidah. What makes this prayer so 

special on Rosh Hashanah, compared to every other holiday throughout the 

year, is the addition of three special sections: a section about Malkhuyot, 

God’s sovereignty; Zikhronot, remembrances; and Shofarot, shofar blasts. 

When we recite this prayer aloud, each of these sections culminates in the 
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blowing of the shofar, followed by a short prayer that begins with the words: 

Hayom harat olam. 

 

Hayom harat olam. A mere three words. Six syllables. And yet, those six 

syllables are filled with layer upon layer of meaning. If you went to the 

children’s services today instead of coming here, we would tell you that 

Hayom harat olam means “today is the birthday of the world.” And you 

would sing “Happy Birthday” and eat cupcakes and it would all be very fun. 

And that translation isn’t exactly wrong. But it also is not the only possibility. 

 

If you look in our siddur, you will see these words translated as “today the 

world stands as at birth”. And this translation, too, isn’t exactly wrong. But 

both of these translations miss a very important nuance of the Hebrew. 

 

Both translations assume that the word harah means birth; but, as Rabbi 

David Seidenberg points out, harah means conception, pregnancy, gestation - 

in a way, creation. Hebrew has another word for birth - leidah, as in “yom 

huledet sameach”. But we do not sing Hayom leidat olam, we sing hayom 

harat olam. 

Today is the day of the world’s conception 

Today is the day of the making of the world 

Today is the day of the world’s creation 
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And there is another layer of the Hebrew, because one of the beautiful, 

powerful things about Hebrew is that one word can have multiple meanings, 

and our prayers and texts will intentionally play with language to allude to 

more than one meaning at once. The word olam often means “world”, but is 

also often means “eternity,” “infiniteness.” Which means that Hayom harat 

olam can mean: 

Today is infinitely pregnant 

Today there is no limit to what can be conceived 

Today is a day of constant creation 

 

One of the main messages of Rosh Hashanah, then, is that today holds 

limitless possibilities for us to re-conceive and re-create our world. Three 

times, at the climax of our service, we proclaim: hayom harat olam, today is 

the day of the world’s creation; today is pregnant with infinite possibilities. 

We think about our shortcomings, our failures, the brokenness that surrounds 

us and the ways in which we enable it, and then we declare that today, 

anything is possible. We have the choice to create a different world, and we 

can do it today.  

 

But how? 

 

Even if the possibility exists, how do we create a different world?  
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We often think of our prayers as words that help us express our thoughts and 

feelings, our hopes and dreams; or perhaps as words that express the thoughts 

and feelings of our ancestors, and now serve as a way to connect us to them. 

Rabbi Louis Finkelstein famously once said “When I pray, I speak to God; 

when I study, God speaks to me,” and I agree with that statement nearly all 

the time. But sometimes, prayer also speaks to us. I believe that sometimes, 

we are meant to speak these prayers to ourselves, to allow the words of our 

prayers to call ourselves into action. 

 

And I believe the musaf amidah that we are about to pray is one of those 

times. How do we create a different world? The musaf amidah of Rosh 

Hashanah tells us how. 

 

As I mentioned before, the musaf amidah on Rosh Hashanah includes three 

unique sections, which are not recited at any other time of year: the section of 

Malkhuyot, God’s sovereignty; Zikhronot, remembrances, and Shofarot, 

Shofar blasts. Each section begins with a poem, followed by a series of 

biblical verses from the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings, that expound 

upon the theme of that section. Finally, in the verbal repetition of the 

Amidah, each section concludes with a set of shofar blasts, followed by our 

singing of Hayom Harat Olam and Areshet S’fateinu, a plea that our prayers 

be accepted. 
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Typically, we think of these sections as highlighting the main themes of Rosh 

Hashanah, calling our attention to the subjects that the holiday wants us to 

reflect on. And this is true. But we can also understand this part of the 

Amidah as a roadmap, a step-by-step guide that launches us into the work of 

creating a better world. 

 

How do we create a different world? First, we envision Malkhuyot, a world in 

which God, or Godliness, or divine ideals reign sovereign. A world in which 

the first and most important thing we see is the divine spark in each human 

being and each part of creation. Malkhuyot asks us: what is the world we 

want to create? What does a rebuilt, redeemed world look like? As you recite 

the verses of Sovereignty - first in the private Amidah and then a second time 

in the repetition - envision the world you want to create. When we finish 

reciting these verses a second time and the shofar blasts resonate in the air, 

allow that vision of a redeemed world to be burned into your mind’s eye, so 

that you can carry it with you in the days to come. And as we declare Hayom 

harat olam, declare to yourself that today is filled with infinite possibilities. 

This world can become a reality. 

 

Then move on to Zikhronot. In the first of these three sections, we focused on 

the big picture; now is our chance to focus on our individual roles in the 

greater scheme of the world. Remember your role in making the world what 

it is now, both the good and the bad. Take note of  where you are most in 

need of growth so that you can tend to that aspect of your life. 
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And then, more importantly, remember unique gifts that you can bring to the 

project of building the world you envisioned a moment ago. What are the 

things that you are capable of doing - that you are good at doing - that can 

help make the world a little less broken? It does not matter how small your 

contribution may seem, because part of the power of Rosh Hashanah is that 

we all stand here ka’agudah achat, as one entity, and if each of us bring our 

own unique gifts to this project of rebuilding, our collective power can 

change the world. When the shofar sounds, let it pierce your heart with the 

knowledge that you can make a difference, and you know what to do. 

 

We then arrive at Shofarot. The shofar has long been understood as a 

wake-up call, a call to action. So let this part of the service be a reminder that 

envisioning a rebuilt world and remembering your role in rebuilding it are 

necessary first steps, but they alone are not enough. Reflection without action 

cannot create a better world. During the beginning of Shofarot, decide for 

yourself: what is one thing you can do between now and Yom Kippur that 

will help make the world a better place. What is one thing you can do in the 

coming year that will help rebuild our broken world? And when we hear this 

penultimate set of shofar blasts, let them be the wakeup call that jolt you into 

action, so that these aseret yimei teshuvah, these ten days of repentance are 

the beginning of real change. 
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And as we leave the service after those final shofar blasts, after we say 

goodbye to Rosh Hashanah later this evening, remember that though Rosh 

Hashanah is particularly primed to be pregnant with possibility, this 

possibility is built into the very fabric of the world. Today is not the only day 

that we can create the world anew. Our tradition holds that God is 

ham’chadesh b’tuvo b’khol yom tamid ma’aseh v’reishit, one who, in God’s 

goodness, renews the acts of creation each and every day - which means that 

this possibility is renewed each and every day as well. Each day we are given 

a chance to envision new possibilities for our world. Each day we have an 

opportunity to remember how we need to grow and how we can best 

contribute to our world. And every day, shofar or no shofar, we can jump into 

action. 

 

As we continue momentarily with the private Amidah, I invite you to take 

some time to meditate on the three sections of this prayer. When you arrive at 

Malkhuyot, ask yourself what a world guided by divine ideals would look 

like? Envision a world that is fully rebuilt, fully redeemed. Then move on to 

Zikhronot, and remember: who are you? what are the areas of your life that 

need the most care and attention before the redeemed world that you 

envisioned can become a reality? And what are the gifts you possess that can 

help build that world? And finally, move on to Shofarot, and ask yourself: 

what are the concrete steps you need to take in order to make that world a 

reality? 
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After we have all taken time to quietly, privately contemplate these questions, 

we will have a chance to do so again as a community, during the repetition of 

the Amidah. But this time, after contemplating each step in this process, 

before moving on to the next, let your heart be pierced by the blast of the 

shofar. Let it be woken up, and cracked open, so that transformation can 

begin to take place. And when that final tekiyah has finished reverberating, 

declare with me: hayom harat olam, today, it’s possible. Today we can create 

the world anew. Today we can envision a redeemed world, we can remember 

our role in building it, and we can decide to take the next step. Hayom harat 

olam. Today is the day of the world’s creation, and it is filled with infinite 

possibilities. Let this service launch you into the remainder of the Aseret 

Yimei Teshuvah with renewed vision of a redeemed world, and renewed 

commitment to building it. 
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